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Abstract
Egypt like  many o f the  Me dite rrane an c o untrie s is an 
amalgam o f influe nc e s. Its ric h histo ry and unique  
ge o graphic a l po sitio n a ffo rde d many o ppo rtunitie s 
fo r the  e me rge nc e  o f arc hite c tura l tre nds and 
mo ve me nts. This artic le  pre se nts a  ne w po sitio nal 
inte rpre tatio n o f c o nte mpo rary Egyptian arc hite c ture . 
It is c ulle d fro m a  spe c trum o f issue s I have  pre se nte d 
in se ve ra l e ve nts and publishe d in lo c a l and 
inte rnatio nal c o nfe re nc e s and trade  magazine s. 
Ho we ve r, it c a lls fo r a  fre sh lo o k at the  issue  o f me aning  
in arc hite c ture  by c ritic a lly analyzing  the  c urre nt 
status o f arc hite c ture  in Egypt thro ugh a  re ading  o f 
tre nds that e me rge d o ve r the  last de c ade . The  artic le  
disc usse s the  c o nc e pts o f Me dite rrane anism and 
Middle  Easte rnism in asso c iatio n with the  situatio n o f 
arc hite c ture  and urbanism in Egypt. A numbe r o f ISMS 
inc luding  po stmo de rnism, histo ric a l re viva lism, c ritic a l 
re g io nalism and c o nfusing  symbo lism are  ide ntifie d 
and re vie we d and re pre se ntative  e xample s are  
c ritic a lly analyze d. The  artic le  c o nc lude s by o utlining  
an appro ac h fo r a  de e pe r insight to ward the  
unde rstanding  o f me aning  in Egyptian arc hite c ture .
Keywords
Ide ntity, ISMS, me aning , Me dite rrane anism, Middle  
Easte rnism, c o nte mpo rary arc hite c ture , Egypt.
The Two Way Mirror!
So c ie tie s te nd to  re -e va luate  the  me aning  
and de sirab ility o f built e nviro nme nts rapidly. 
The  se arc h fo r an arc hite c tura l ide ntity, the  rise  
and fa ll o f ISMS (mo ve me nts and te nde nc ie s), 
and the  c o ntinuo us de bate  o n symbo lism 
and c harac te r issue s in arc hite c ture  are  
de rive d fro m this fac t. That se arc h se e ms to  
be  a  pre o c c upatio n with c o untrie s that have  
c ultura l ric hne ss and multi-laye rs o f histo ry. 
Arc hite c ts and de signe rs in tho se  c o untrie s find 
the mse lve s de a ling  with a  parado x ne e ding  to  
pro je c t a  c e rta in image  o f the mse lve s thro ugh 
the ir built e nviro nme nt. In the  Me dite rrane an 
re g io n, issue s that pe rta in to  ide ntity, 
c harac te r, and arc hite c tura l tre nds o f the  built 
e nviro nme nt have  be e n in de bate  fo r se ve ra l 
de c ade s, mo re  so  be c ause  o f this re g io n’ s 
c ultura l unique ne ss and plura lity. Ho we ve r, 
it is this c ultura l unique ne ss that has made  
it a  to ugh que st and has – in many c ase s—
c ulminate d into  sac re d symbo lism that is pa inful 
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to  be ho ld o r c o mpre he nd.  So me  sc ho lars po se  
the  que stio n o f the  ne c e ssity to  re fe r to  c ultura l 
o r re lig io us symbo lism in arc hite c ture  to  re fle c t a  
spe c ific  ide ntity.  Othe rs argue  fo r the  fac t that 
Me dite rrane an arc hite c ture  sho uld e mbo dy 
the  c o lle c tive  aspiratio ns o f so c ie tie s in this 
re g io n. The re  are  many who  have  que stio ne d 
the  ne e d to  de bate  arc hite c tura l ide ntity at 
a ll, c la iming  that it me re ly displays a  lac k o f 
“se lf-c o nfide nc e ” as a  re g io n o r as a  g ro up o f 
natio ns. Re vie wing  the  re c e nt prac tic e s and 
se arc hing  the  re c e nt de bate s re ve a l that we  
still se e m to  be  at o dds with the  issue  o f ide ntity. 
Also , the  re vie w c o rro bo rate s the  abse nc e  o f 
se rio us disc ussio ns and re se arc h o n me aning  in 
arc hite c ture . On the  o the r hand, image s and 
image  making  pro c e sse s do  no t o fte n addre ss 
the  issue  o f me aning  in re latio n to  the  public . 
This mandate s lo o king  at the  built e nviro nme nt 
as a  two -way mirro r. One  way c an be  se e n 
in the  se nse  that it c o nve ys and transmits 
no n-ve rbal me ssage s that re fle c t inne r life , 
ac tivitie s, and so c ia l c o nc e ptio ns o f tho se  who  
live  and use  the  e nviro nme nt. The  o the r way 
is se e n in te rms o f ho w it is ac tually pe rc e ive d 
and c o mpre he nde d by a  c e rta in so c ie ty at 
a  c e rta in time ; simply ho w it e vo ke s c e rta in 
image  fo r that so c ie ty.
Egypt Between Mediterraneanism and 
Middle Easternism 
The  Me dite rrane an and a  c o nsc io us o f it e xiste d 
lo ng  be fo re  the  19th c e ntury; no  o ne  wo uld de ny 
that the re  is suc h a  thing  as a  Me dite rrane an 
c ultura l unity wo ve n thro ugh c e nturie s o f trade  
and c ultura l e xc hange  (Fulle r, 1990). Ho we ve r, 
in the  wo rld o f c ultura l po litic s it wo uld appe ar 
that “Me dite rrane anism” to o k a  bac k se at in 
re c e nt de bate s whe re  o the r c o mpe ting  fo rc e s 
suc h Euro pe an Unio n, Arab  Le ague , MENA, 
and Middle  Easte rnism have  e me rge d.
In the  c o nte xt o f Euro pe an de bate s o n the  
Me dite rrane an, two  attitude s c an be  ide ntifie d: 
the  first lo o ks at the  Me dite rrane an as a  bridge  
in te rms o f histo ry and c ulture  while  the  se c o nd 
fo c use s o n it as a  line  o f divisio n o r barrie r. The  
first re fuse s Huntingto n’ s the sis o f the  “Clash 
o f Civilizatio ns” (Huntingto n, 1998), while  the  
se c o nd re fle c ts the  o ld No rth-So uth c o nflic t 
as e xpre sse d in a  g ro wing  fo rtre ss me nta lity 
that has o nly o ne  inte re st; c lo sing  the  fro ntie rs 
aga inst the  c ulture  o f the  so uth (No rth Afric a ) 
fo r me re ly po litic a l purpo se s. In this c o nte xt o ne  
c an find that se ve ra l so c io -po litic a l argume nts 
have  vo ic e d the  o pinio n that an atte mpt to  re -
build Euro -Arab  partne rships is c ritic a lly ne e de d 
(Omaya Abe latif, 1996; Sid Ahme d, 2000). 
Me dite rrane anism and Middle  Easte rnism 
have  be e n de sc ribe d as “partne rship” and 
“c o nfle c tual” mo de ls. Ho we ve r, the y have  
se ve ra l fe ature s in c o mmo n. Bo th inc lude  po lar 
partne rs and in the  c o nte xt o f g lo ba lizatio n 
no ne  o f the  partne rs c an igno re  o the rs 
whe re  the  main c harac te ristic  is the  do wnfa ll 
o f barrie rs be twe e n re g io ns and so c ie tie s. 
Ho we ve r, so me  vo ic e s are  no w arguing  that 
g lo ba lizatio n paradigm is pause d sinc e  lo c a l 
pro b le ms--e xe mplifie d by e c o no mic  hardship 
and po ve rty, and po litic a l instab ility-- we re  
muc h mo re  stro nge r in influe nc e  than the  
ide a  o f a  g lo ba l wo rld and thus its po te ntia l 
was ne ve r re a lize d. Cultura l po litic s in re c e nt 
ye ars have  had tre me ndo us impac ts o n 
e c o no my, de ve lo pme nt, arc hite c ture , and 
urbanism. Whe the r Me dite rrane anism o r Middle  
Easte rnism se ve ra l c o untrie s in the  re g io n are  
witne ssing  c o mmo n fe ature s and disc o urse s 
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o n arc hite c tura l prac tic e  and ac ade mic  
sc ho larship.
The  c ultura l, po litic a l, and e c o no mic  
mo ve me nts in the  Me dite rrane an have  he avily 
influe nc e d Egypt. Ove r thre e  de c ade s o f 
fluc tuating  c ultura l po litic s in the  re g io n the  
Egyptian e c o no my has passe d thro ugh thre e  
distinc t, but re late d, phase s. The se  we re  the  
o pe n do o r po lic y, the  e c o no mic  re fo rm, and 
privatizatio n. The  o pe n do o r po lic y to o k plac e  
during  the  pe rio d be twe e n 1974 and 1981. It 
plac e d e mphasis o n e nc o urag ing  the  private  
se c to r, a t bo th  re g io nal and  inte rnatio nal 
le ve ls; to  de ve lo p and e mplo y ne w  inve stme nt 
plans. Laws pe rta ining  to  taxe s and trade  have  
be e n ta ilo re d to  fac ilitate  fo re ign inve stme nts 
and inte rnatio nal trade . The  e c o no mic  re fo rm 
was the  se c o nd  phase  that o c c upie d the  
who le  de c ade  o f the  Eightie s. The  main 
o b je c tive  o f this phase  was to  he avily invo lve  the  
private  se c to r and to  e nc o urage  inte rnatio nal 
inve stme nt in se ve ra l de ve lo pme nt re a lms. 
The re fo re , the  go ve rnme nt has de signate d 
50% o f its to ta l inve stme nts to  fac ilitate  the  
e ffo rts c arrie d o ut by the se  se gme nts. Laws 
we re  ta ilo re d to  e nc o urage  lo c a l inve stme nt 
in de se rt de ve lo pme nt, land re c lamatio n, 
industria l de ve lo pme nt, ho using  and urban 
de ve lo pme nt, and to urism. The  pre c e ding  
two  phase s c ulminate d into  the  privatizatio n 
e ra , whic h starte d in 1991, e mphasizing  the  
e ffe c tive  inte rac tio n with marke t dynamic s. 
The  re pe rc ussio ns o f the se  phase s o n the  
urbanizatio n pro c e ss are  e vide nt, e spe c ia lly 
whe n lo o king  at the  private  se c to r inve stme nt 
in inte nsive  ho using  and industria l de ve lo pme nt 
aro und gre ate r Cairo  (Sa lama, 1999). 
The  go ve rnme nt has fa ile d to  fulfill a  numbe r 
o f ro le s pe rta ining  to  public  se rvic e  de live ry 
and guiding  the  privatizatio n pro c e ss and this 
re sulte d in the  mo no po ly o f the  private  se c to r to  
de live r the se  se rvic e s, suc c umbing  its o pe ratio n 
to  marke t spe c ulatio n. The  ac tive  and 
aggre ssive  partic ipatio n o f the  private  se c to r 
in ho using  and se rvic e  de live ry le d to  a  virtua l 
infla tio n and an o ve rrate d and o ve re stimate d 
re a l e state  de ve lo pme nt. Evide ntly, the  private  
se c to r targe ts strate g ic  lo c atio ns inside  the  
urban pe rime te r o f c e ntra l c itie s fo r de ve lo ping  
large -sc a le  luxury c o mme rc ia l and o ffic e  
buildings. It a lso  dire c ts its ho using  pro je c ts o f 
the  ne w c itie s to  the  a fflue nt po pulatio n and 
the  uppe r middle  c lass avo iding  the  large r 
se gme nt o f so c ie ty. 
Altho ugh Me dite rrane anism and Middle  
Easte rnism are  c o nstruc ts that se rve  po litic a l 
e nds the y are  o f he uristic  va lue . The y bring  
into  fo c us que stio ns abo ut ide ntity and the  
sharing  o f de e pe r me anings at c ultura l and 
human e xiste nc e  le ve ls. The  unique  po litic a l, 
c ultura l, and ge o graphic a l po sitio n o f Egypt 
in the  Me dite rrane an and the  Middle  East 
c re ate d a  ric h so il fo r arc hite c tura l and urban 
de ve lo pme nt e xpe rime ntatio n whe re  a  numbe r 
o f ISMS have  e me rge d to ward o rig inating  
ide ntity and in se arc h fo r me aning .
Egyptian Post Modernism and the 
Emergence of Historical Revivalism
Inte rnatio nally, po st-mo de rn mo ve me nt was a  
dire c t c ha lle nge  to  many o f the  pre mise s upo n 
whic h mo de rn arc hite c ture  was pre dic ate d. 
It ac kno wle dge d the  ro le  o f symbo lism in 
arc hite c ture  and re garde d mo de rnism lac king  
the  pre mise s to  pro pe rly re spo nd to  the  
Arc hne t-IJAR, Inte rnatio nal Jo urnal o f Arc hite c tura l Re se arc h - Vo lume  1 - Issue  1 - Marc h 2007 
Me dite rrane an Visual Me ssage s:  The  Co nundrum o f Ide ntity,  ISMS, and Me aning  in Co nte mpo rary Egyptian Arc hite c ture
A
S
H
R
A
F
 M
. 
S
A
LA
M
A
89
e mo tio nal and c ultura l ne e ds o f pe o ple  while  
simultane o usly e xpre ssing  e c o no mic , sc ie ntific , 
and te c hno lo g ic a l g ive ns o f the  time  (Mitc he ll, 
1993). Po st mo de rnists ac kno wle dge d the  taste  
c o de s o f the  public  as a  so urc e  o f de sign, in the  
be lie f that suc h a  prac tic e  will he lp the ir wo rk 
c o mmunic ate  with the  public .  
On c ritic izing  the  attitude s o f po st mo de rnists, 
Niko s Sa lingaro s argue s and rightly so , that “The  
“star” syste m o f de sign make s a building  the  
ac hie ve me nt o f a sing le  individual base d o n 
his/he r pe rso nal pre fe re nc e  o r whim. The  public  
might still se e m to  admire  suc h a building , but 
o nly be c ause  so me  “e xpe rt” de c lare s it to  be  a 
g re at wo rk o f arc hite c ture . This manufac ture d 
admiratio n do e s no t arise  inte rnally. Pe rso nal 
whims and stylize d e xpre ssio ns se rve  o nly 
to  distanc e  the  use r fro m the  arc hite c ture , 
be c ause  the y ne gate  the  g re ate r spe c trum o f 
ne uro lo g ic al c o nne c tio ns”  (Sanlingaro s, 2004) 
While  this unde rstanding  is unque stio nable , o ne  
sho uld no te  that whe the r ac ade mic s, the o rists, 
and re spo nsive  prac titio ne rs agre e  o r do  no t 
agre e  with c urre nt prac tic e s, suc h attitude s 
are  still phe no me nal and are  a  re sult o f c urre nt 
e c o no mic , so c io -po litic a l visio ns. On that basis 
the y ne e d to  be  inve stigate d. 
In Egypt, po stmo de rn mo ve me nt is fo rme d 
within the  frame wo rk o f the  inte rnatio nal 
po st- mo de rnism. It do e s no t o ffe r a  c ritic a l 
visio n o f pre vio us lo c a l arc hite c tura l tho ughts 
(mo de rnism). It is a  simple  transpo sitio n fro m 
fo llo wing  the  inte rnatio nal mo de rnism to  
fo llo wing  the  inte rnatio nal po st-mo de rnism 
(Salama, 1999). The  majo r we akne ss lie s in 
the  fac t that its dispo sitio n do e s no t a llo w 
it to  go  far e no ugh in its ac kno wle dgme nt 
and unde rstanding  o f its c o nte xt. It do e s no t 
addre ss the  sho rtc o mings implic it in mo de rnist 
arc hite c tura l prac tic e s, but rathe r, it tac itly 
ac c e pts the m.
Histo ric a l  re viva lism is no t  ne w as an 
arc hite c tura l tre nd; it e xiste d sinc e  the  
Euro pe an re naissanc e . Ho we ve r, it has re -
e me rge d e ve rywhe re  in the  Me dite rrane an 
inc luding  Egypt as o ne  o f the  impo rtant ISMS 
unde rlying  po st mo de rnism, whic h have  
influe nc e d the  arc hite c tura l sc e ne . Se ve ra l 
Egyptian arc hite c ts e nvisage d the  se le c tio n o f 
many histo ric  fe ature s spe c ific a lly plo wing  fro m 
the  Egyptian histo ry that has a  ric h mix o f thre e  
main c ulture s, the  Pharo nic , the  Co ptic , and 
the  Islamic . The y be lie ve d that simulating  the  
histo ry in c o nte mpo rary buildings wo uld he lp 
e stab lish a  se nse  o f be lo ng ing  and a  stro ng  
e mo tio nal tie  be twe e n so c ie ty and the  built 
e nviro nme nt (Sa lama, 2002-a ). 
Within the  Egyptian c o nte xt, o ne  c an se e  two  
ISMS that re pre se nt the  re viva lism tre nd; the  first 
is a  sc ho larly c o pying  fro m the  past whic h c an 
be  labe le d as “c lo ning” o r c o pying -pasting ” o r 
a tte mpts at re -inte rpre tatio n. Ho we ve r, in the  
pro c e ss o f re -inte rpre tatio n o f image s many 
arc hite c ts pro duc e  image s that are  g ro te sque  
and c lo wnish! In this re spe c t, o ne  c an argue  
that a lso  e c le c tic ism, the  lic e nse  to  se le c t, 
bo rro w, and c o py fro m the  past be c ame  
inte gra l c o mpo ne nt o f arc hite c tura l prac tic e  
and e duc atio n. Co nc o mitantly, to  c o py fro m 
the  past be c ame , unfo rtunate ly, lo g ic a lly 
ac c e ptable . Example s o f histo ric a l re viva lism 
are  e vide nt in the  wo rks o f El Go hary, Abo  
Se if, and o the rs. In this re spe c t, o ne  c an argue  
that a lso  e c le c tic ism, the  lic e nse  to  se le c t, 
bo rro w, and c o py fro m the  past was re vive d. 
Co nc o mitantly, to  c o py fro m the  past be c ame , 
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unfo rtunate ly, lo g ic a lly ac c e ptable . Example s 
o f histo ric a l re viva lism are  e vide nt in the  wo rks 
o f El Go hary, Abo  Se if, and o the rs.
In the  he adquarte rs o f Orie nta l We ave rs, Faro uk 
Al Go hary use s hie rarc hic a l arc he s and de signs 
the  building  with an inne r c o urtyard. Ope nings 
are  c o ve re d with stuc c o  sc re e ns (Figure  1). 
It is be lie ve d that this has be e n to  simulate  
the  past with a  c o nte mpo rary image , while  
building  c o rne rs simulate  the  the  squinc he s 
o r the  muqarnas. Also , apartme nt buildings 
that have  be e n built in the  nine tie s de se rve  
spe c ia l a tte ntio n, whe re  fe ature s o f Islamic  
arc hite c ture  are  bo rro we d to  lo c a lize  the  
public  fac e  o f arc hite c ture . An e xample  o f this 
tre nd c an be  fo und in the  wo rks o f Ashraf Sa lah 
Abo  Se if who  avo ids the  use  o f any mo de rn 
visual fe ature s and he avily use s shallo w arc he s 
and wo o de n pe rgo las and harmo nize s the  
o ve ra ll building  she ll in an atte mpt to  simulate  
and adapt Islamic  he ritage  (Figure  2).  
So me  o the r arc hite c ts we nt to  the  e xtre me  
and a llo we d the mse lve s to  c o py and paste  
fro m the  past. In Khan Al Azizia  pro je c t, the  
de ve lo pe r and the  arc hite c t wante d to  
c re ate , in the  de se rt, an image  similar to  that 
o f o ld Cairo  (Sa lama, 1999). The  arc hite c t 
c o pie d so me  fe ature s o f o ld Cairo  suc h as 
the  mashrabya  and the  narro w o pe nings. An 
atte mpt was made  to  add and c re ate  a  hybrid 
in so me  o the r fe ature s. Ho we ve r, the  o ve ra ll 
appe aranc e  is no t c o nvinc ing  (Figure  3).
Fig ure  1: Orie nta l We a ve rs He a dq ua rte rs, He lio po lis, Ca iro .
Example  o f Islamic  Re viva lism b y Faro uk Al Go hary
Fig ure  2: Apa rtme nt Build ing , Al Mo ka tta m Distric t, Ca iro . 
Example  o f Islamic  Re viva lism b y Ashraf Salah Ab o  Sie f.
Fig ure  3: Kha n Al Azizia , Ca iro -Ale xa ndria  De se rt Ro a d .
Example  o f Clo ning  Islamic  Arc hite c ture !.
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Facadism... Surface Treatment 
Architecture
Ano the r tre nd that c an be  ide ntifie d base d o n 
c urre nt prac tic e s is “Surfac e  Tre atme nt” whic h 
is basic a lly base d o n avo iding  the  use  o f any 
re fe re nc e  whe the r histo ric  o r c o nte mpo rary, 
lo c a l o r we ste rn. This tre nd c an be  name d 
basic  de sign e xe rc ise s in building  fac ade s. In 
this re spe c t, o ne  c an argue  that this a ttitude  is 
base d o nly o n the  c re ative  impulse s and intrinsic  
fe e lings o f the  arc hite c t witho ut g iving  any 
atte ntio n to  the  e xtrinsic  influe nc e s e xe mplifie d 
by histo ric , c ultura l, and e nviro nme nta l 
c o nc e rns. This is due  to  the  be lie f amo ng  c lie nts 
and arc hite c ts that buildings with distinc tive  
visual appe aranc e  c an attrac t public  a tte ntio n 
(Figure s 4 & 5). 
Confusing Symbolism: 
The Conundrum of Identity and 
Meaning in Tourism Architecture 
Buildings te ll us abo ut the mse lve s a lmo st as 
if the y are  spe aking . The y te ll us abo ut what 
is happe ning  and what o ught to  happe n in 
the m. The y c an symbo lic a lly re pre se nt an 
attitude  abo ut what is taking  plac e  inside . 
Building  e ntranc e s are  no  e xc e ptio n; the y 
have  c e rta in qualitie s that c an e vo ke  a  stro ng  
image  in any o bse rve r; the y c an be  inviting  o r 
re pe lling . We  o fte n fe e l e mo tio nally trigge re d 
by an e ntranc e  image . Our first impre ssio n is 
to  e ithe r like  it o r dislike  it, but if we  lo o k mo re  
c are fully fo r the  re aso ns fo r o ur pre fe re nc e s 
we  may find asso c iatio ns be twe e n o ur pre se nt 
fe e lings and past e xpe rie nc e s (Sano ff, 1991; 
Sa lama, 1996 &1998). Entranc e s c an have  
diffe re nt me anings that de pe nd o n o ur ways o f 
lo o king  at o b je c ts. The  me aning  o f an e ntranc e  
go e s be yo nd the  fac t that e ve ry o pe ning  in the  
Fig ure  5: Inte g ra te d  Ca re  So c ie ty, He lio po lis, Ca iro .
Example  o f Surfac e   Tre atme nt Arc hite c ture  “A Basic  De sig n 
Exe rc ise  o n Building  Fo rm and Fac ade s,”  By Mag d Masara .
Fig ure  4: The  He a dq ua rte rs o f the  Ministry o f Fina nc e  
a nd  Ta x De pa rtme nt. Example  o f Surfac e   Tre atme nt 
Arc hite c ture  “A Basic  De sig n Exe rc ise  o n Building  Fo rm and 
Fac ade s,”  By Faro uk Al Go hary.
Pho to : Arab  Co ntrac to rs
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gro und flo o r le ve l that go e s do wn to  the  flo o r 
is imme diate ly unde rsto o d as an e ntranc e . In 
so me  c ase s we  c an e asily ide ntify who  use s the  
building  and what happe ns inside  it by lo o king  
at its e ntranc e . This a lways o c c urs whe n so me  
physic a l aspe c ts o f the  e ntranc e  fit the  ide a  
we  have  abo ut c e rta in pe o ple  who  inhabit the  
building  and what the y do  the re  (Sano ff, 1991, 
Sa lama 2001-b ). 
During  the  last fifte e n ye ars the re  has be e n 
a  surge  in the  c o nstruc tio n o f to urist fac ilitie s 
a lo ng  the  No rthe rn Co ast, the  Re d Se a , and 
Sinai pe ninsula . The se  fac iltie s are  shaping  
the  skyline  and wate rfro nt o f the se  are as, 
and e xamining  the  c harac te rsitic s o f the ir 
e ntranc e s is thus paramo unt  Whe n lo o king  at 
the  e ntranc e s and gate s o f to urist fac ilitie s o f 
Hurghada  o ne  c an e xplo re  so me  answe rs to  
the se  que stio ns: Sho uld the  e ntranc e  o f a  to urist 
fac ility c o nve y the  me ssage  that it is a  spe c ia l 
plac e  fo r to urists?  Sho uld it be  we lc o ming  fo r 
bo th to urists and lo c a ls?  Sho uld its size  and 
sc a le  re fle c t the  numbe r o f the  o c c upants?  
Sho uld it re fle c t o ur he ritage , to ursits he ritage , o r 
c urre nt te c hno lo g ic a l advanc e me nts?   The se  
and o the r re late d que stio ns fo rm the  basis 
fo r unde rstanding  the  me aning  o f e ntranc e s 
o f to urist village s. Eighte e n e ntranc e s (Figure  
6) have  be e n pho to graphe d and e xamine d 
in an atte mpt to  inve stigate  so me  aspe c ts 
that pe rta in to  visual ple asure  and me aning  
(Sa lama 2001-b ).
Entranc e s have  the  c apac ity to  unle ash 
fe e lings, trigge r e mo tio nal re ac tio ns, fe e d the  
me mo ry, and stimulate  the  imag inatio n o f the  
public . Thus, the  image  o f the  e ntranc e  a llo ws 
the  public  and the  visito rs to  antic ipate  the  
inte rio r wo rld. The  c harac te r o f the  e ntranc e s in 
the  fac iltie s e xamine d re fle c ts the  o ve ra ll to ne /
c harac te r o f the  pro je c t. Ho we ve r, o n the  o ne  
hand, o ne  c an find so me  c o nfusing  image s 
whe re  the  image  o f the  e ntranc e  o r the  gate  
diffe r fro m that o f o the r masse s o f the  pro je c t 
as in the  c ase  o f Marlin Inn and Alaadin Be ac h 
Re so rt, an aspe c t that pro duc e s ambiguity and 
is usually misle ading  to  the  public . On the  o the r 
hand, o ne  no tic e s in Inte rc o ntine nta l Ho te l 
a  be tte r tre atme nt is made , whe re  the  de sign 
o f the  o utside  gate  matc he s the  e ntranc e  
o f the  main building  that is in harmo ny with 
the  re st o f the  pro je c t, as we ll as the  inte rio r 
e nviro nme nt. While  the  ae sthe tic  qualitie s o f 
e ntranc e s are  to  be  re spe c te d, fo r a  c o mple te  
appre c iatio n o ne  must go  be yo nd the  visual 
appe aranc e  and e xamine  me aning  and 
c o nte nt. The  inhe re nt me aning  o f e ntranc e s 
c an stand fo r the  re pre se ntatio n o f plac e  and/
o r the  re pre se ntatio n o f the  pe o ple  o c c upying  
it. Ho we ve r, e ntranc e s o f to urist village s have  
mo re  than that to  o ffe r. The y have  physic a l 
variab le s that c arry symbo lic  me anings that 
c an impart info rmatio n and e nhanc e  le g ib ility 
in a  se nse  that is no t c o nfusing , e asy to  re ad, 
and a llo ws visito rs to  kno w the ir whe re abo uts. 
The  c o nundrum o f ide ntity and me aning  
is appare nt in the  e ntranc e s e xamine d. It 
is the  c ultura l unique ne ss that has made  it 
a  to ugh que st and in fac t c ulminate d into  
sac re d symbo lism that is pa inful to  be ho ld o r 
c o mpre he nd.  In the  e ntranc e s e xamine d o ne  
c an find plura lity o f tre nds in the ir de signs within 
the  e ffo rts o f the ir de signe rs to  me tapho ric a lly 
re fle c t c e rta in image s o r symbo ls. On the  o ne  
hand, so me  o f the m simulate  the  Egyptian 
c ulture  by re inte rpre ting  the  e le me nts o f 
he ritage  arc hite c ture , Pharo nic , Arabic , and 
Islamic , as in the  c ase  o f Sultan Be ac h, Hilto n 
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Ho te l and Grand Ho te l, in o rde r to  attrac t 
to urists. On o the r hand, o the rs simulate  c lassic a l 
arc hite c ture  o r intro duc e  image s that pe rta in 
to  the  surro unding  natura l e nviro nme nt like  
Samaka Be ac h Re so rt. One  c an argue  he re  
that the  de signe rs o f the se  e ntranc e s try to  use  
me tapho rs, ide ntifying  re latio nships be twe e n 
the  pre se nt and the  past, o r be twe e n the  
natura l and the  man-made  wo rlds. The se  
re latio nships are  abstrac t in nature  rathe r than 
lite ra l.  Ho we ve r, this do e s no t me an that a ll o f 
the m have  be e n suc c e ssful in addre ssing  the  
issue  o f me aning , but at le ast the y are  o ffe ring  
atte mpts to ward intro duc ing  spe c ific  visual 
c o nte nt fo r the  purpo se  o f to urism. 
An impo rtant que stio n c an po se d he re : Do e s 
Ide ntity Give  Me aning? . To  answe r o ne  must 
go  to  the  de e p de finitio n o f ide ntity, it is the  
c o lle c tive  aspe c t o f the  se t o f c harac te ristic s 
by whic h a  building , o r a  pro tio n o f a  building  
is de finitive ly re c o gnizable  (Sa lama 2002-b ). 
Whe n trac ing  o the r attribute s that inc o rpo rate  
me aning  into  visual ple asure  o ne  c an find 
that thre e  aspe c ts are  ac hie ve d, the y are  
ac c o rding  to  Abe l-Sa lam (2001): pe rmane nc e , 
distinc tio n, and re c o gnitio n, c o ntributing  
to  the  ide ntity o f the  e ntranc e . The  aspe c t 
o f pe rmane nc e  is o bse rve d in Mashrabiya  
Ho te l, Hilto n, Sultan Be ac h, Ho r Pla lac e , and 
Inte rc o ntine nta l, whe re  so me  symbo lic  physic a l 
e le me nts are  use d suc h as the  mashrabiya , the  
do me , and the  slo pe d walls in an atte mpt to  
link the  pre se nt to  the  past. The  is e xe mplifie d by 
inte rpre ting  the se  e le me nts in a  c o nte mpo rary 
image . Aspe c ts o f distinc tio n and re c o gnitio n 
are  manife ste d in so me  e ntranc e s by the  use  
o f ro ugh and hard surfac e s as in the  c ase  o f 
Giftun Ho te l and Yasmine  Village , o r by the  use  
o f the  Arc h in diffe re nt fo rms, tho ugh so me time s 
c o nfusing . Altho ugh the  use  o f white  c o lo r is 
pre fe rre d to  many, o ne  c an find it re pe lling  in 
this sunny e nviro nme nt o f Hurghada , sinc e  it 
pro duc e s g lare  with the  re st o f the  pro je c t as 
in the  c ase  o f Ho te l So fite l, Grand Ho te l, and 
Be ac h Al Batro s.
While  the se  pre liminary o bse rvatio ns are  
impo rtant, o ne  sho uld asse rt that a  syste matic  
inve stigatio n and a  c o mparative  re se arc h are  
ne e de d to  inve stigate  ho w diffe re nt e ntranc e s 
c an pro vide  visual ple asure  and me anings to  
diffe re nt age  gro ups o f to urists, diffe re nt to urist 
g ro ups fro m diffe re nt c ulture s, and e qually 
impo rtant the ir me aning  to  the  public  and the  
lo c a ls. 
By and large , o ne  c an re c o mme nd in 
this c o nte xt that de signe rs sho uld strive  to  
inve stigate  the  me aning  o f the  visual c o nte nt 
the y intro duc e . Me aning  in this re spe c t c an 
be  inte rpre te d with re gard to  pe rc e ptual, 
c o gnitive , and re spo nsive  me anings that 
pe rta in to  the  public  and the  use rs. De signe rs 
ne e d to  e xpand the ir skills be yo nd manipulating  
fo rms and de ve lo p a  de e pe r unde rstanding  o f 
arc hite c tura l symbo lism that is re garde d as 
visual (no n-ve rbal) me c hanism the y c an use  to  
c o mmunic ate  e nviro nme nta l me ssage s to  the  
to urists and the  public  abo ut the ir buildings. Only 
whe n the y do  so , buildings will pro vide  va luable  
visual ple asure , and will e nc o mpass signific ant 
me aning  and re le vant visual c o nte nt.
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Fig ure  6: Exa mple  
o f “Co nfusing  
Symb o lism a nd 
the  Cha o tic  
Se a rc h fo r 
Ide ntity. 
18  Entranc e s 
in Hurghada  
re pre se nting  
diffe re nt 
c o nfusing  
atte mpts to   use  
me tapho rs o r re fe r 
to  “SOMETHING”.
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Content Inflecting Context and the 
Emergence of Gated Communities
“Before I build a wall I would ask to know what 
was I walling in or walling out, and to whom I 
was like to give  offense.” Robert Frost.
The  phe no me no n o f gate d c o mmunitie s has 
e me rge d in Eng land in the  19th c e ntury in 
Brita in, and late r in the  twe ntie s and thirtie s in 
Ne w Eng land signaling  the  te nsio n be twe e n the  
individual and so c ie ty  (Ric hardso n e t a l. 1995) 
and no w the y are  shaping  mo st o f Ame ric an 
suburbia . It is striking  to  se e  the ir pre se nc e  in 
Egypt and aro und Cairo . One  wo uld want to  
ask if the y have  e me rge d in re spo nse  to  a  true  
imme diate  ne e d o r as a  re sult o f aggre gate d 
pro b le ms, o r whe the r the y have  e me rge d as 
o nly o ne  o f the  ne w ISMS. 
It wo uld appe ar that the  fa ilure  o f the  ne w 
de ve lo pme nts to  attrac t large r numbe r o f 
po pulatio ns to  mo ve  fro m Cairo  and se ttle  
in c itie s like  10th o f Ramadan and 6th o f 
Oc to be r le d to  the  dissatisfac tio n o f a fflue nt 
and uppe r middle  c lass familie s. The  private  
se c to r invo lve me nt in land de ve lo pme nt 
and spe c ulatio n and the  pe o ple  se arc h fo r 
a  de sc e nt life  style  le d c o nc o mitantly to  the  
e me rge nc e  o f gate d c o mmunitie s that c an 
be  de fine d as e nc lave s o f re side ntia l units—fo r 
ho using  and to urism purpo se s-- surro unde d 
by walls, o fte n with se c urity guards. Gate d 
c o mmunitie s are  be c o ming  po pular a lo ng  
Cairo -Ale xandria  and Cairo -Ismailia  de se rt 
highways, and inte nsive  de ve lo pme nt o f 
gate d c o mmunitie s is c urre ntly unde rtake n in 
“Ne w Cairo ” a lo ng  the  be lt ro ad, no rthwe ste rn 
c o ast, and Hurghada . Many familie s are  no w 
c ho o sing  to  re side  in gate d c o mmunitie s while  
o the rs purc hase d re side ntia l units as a  se c o nd 
ho me  fo r we e kly o r mo nthly re c re atio n (Figure s 
7, 8, and 9).
In e sse nc e —if se e n as a  re ac tio n to  ne e d, 
gate d c o mmunitie s are  de live ring  what the y 
Fig ure  7: A Typic a l Exa mple  o f a  Club ho use  within a  
Ga te d  Co mmunity o n the  No rthe rn a nd  Ea ste rn Sub urb s 
o f Ca iro .
Fig ure  8: A Typic a l Exa mple  o f a n Entra nc e  o f a  Ga te d 
Co mmunity o n the  No rthe rn a nd  Ea ste rn Sub urb s o f Ca iro , 
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have  pro mise d by pro viding  an e ffe c tive  
de fe nse  aga inst da ily intrusio ns and o ffe ring  
o ppo rtunitie s fo r a  be tte r life style . Ho we ve r, 
it c an be  argue d that the  be ne fits o f gate d 
c o mmunitie s are  ac hie ve d at the  e xpe nse  o f 
so c ia l issue s. Ac c o rding  to  Lang  and Danie lse n 
(1997), a  se nse  o f c o mmunity within gate d 
c o mmunitie s c o me s at the  e xpe nse  o f the  
ide ntity o f the  large r c o mmunity o utside . It is 
antic ipate d that the y will have  stro ng  impac ts 
o n the  way in whic h Egyptian c itie s are  shape d 
and de ve lo pe d.
In the  thirtie s, the  po e t Fro st wro te  “Be fo re  
I build a wall I wo uld ask to  kno w what was 
I walling  in o  walling  o ut, and to  who m I was 
like  to  g ive  o ffe nse .” Walls, fe nc e s and gate s 
are  me ant to  g ive  o ffe nse  in a  way o r ano the r. 
A Numbe r o f studie s have  c ritic ize d gate d 
c o mmunitie s as a  paradigm fo r arc hite c tura l 
and urban de ve lo pme nt (Garre au, 1991; 
Blake ly and Snyde r, 1997; Lang  and Danie lse n, 
1997; Stark, 1998) vo ic ing  the  o pinio n that 
te nsio ns and parado xe s are  the  re sult. Blake ly 
and Snyde r (1997) argue , “Gate s and fe nc e s 
aro und re side ntial ne ighbo rho o ds re pre se nt 
mo re  than simple  physic al barrie rs. Gate d 
c o mmunitie s manife st a numbe r o f te nsio ns: 
be twe e n e xc lusio nary aspiratio ns ro o te d in fe ar 
and pro te c tio n o f privile ge  and the  value s o f 
c ivic  re spo nsib ility; be twe e n the  tre nd to ward 
privatizatio n o f public  se rvic e s and the  ide als 
o f the  public  go o d and ge ne ral we lfare … 
Blake ly and Snyde r (1997).”  Othe r parado xe s 
c an be  e nvisage d suc h as inte gratio n within 
the  gate d c o mmunitie s and se gre gatio n fro m 
the  large r c o mmunity and that e ngage me nt at 
the  gate d c o mmunity le ve l re duc e s the  ne e d 
fo r c ivic  e ngage me nt o utside . It re mains to  be  
se e n what impac t gate d c o mmunitie s in Egypt 
wo uld have  o n the  struc ture  o f the  Egyptian 
so c ie ty and o n the  struc ture  and c o nte nt o f the  
c itie s whe n mo re  and mo re  familie s and gro ups 
o f individuals c o lle c tive ly wall the mse lve s o ff 
fro m so c ie ty in private  de ve lo pme nts.
Fig ure  9: A Typic a l Exa mple  o f a n Entra nc e  o f a  Ga te d  Co mmunity o n the  No rthe rn a nd  Ea ste rn Sub urb s o f Ca iro , 
Manife sting  the  Te nsio n be twe e n Exc lusio nary Aspiratio ns Ro o te d in Fe ar and Pro te c tio n o f Privile ge  and the  Value s o f Civic  
Re spo nsib ility.
Arc hne t-IJAR, Inte rnatio nal Jo urnal o f Arc hite c tura l Re se arc h - Vo lume  1 - Issue  1 - Marc h 2007 
Me dite rrane an Visual Me ssage s:  The  Co nundrum o f Ide ntity,  ISMS, and Me aning  in Co nte mpo rary Egyptian Arc hite c ture
A
S
H
R
A
F
 M
. 
S
A
LA
M
A
97
Context Inflecting Content: 
ISMS of Hope
De spite  the  pre se nc e  o f se ve ra l ne gative  
attitude s o n c re ating  building  image s, o ne  c an 
argue  that the re  are  so me  signs o f ho pe s. While  
suc h signs are  no t mature d ye t, o ne  c an argue  
that the y c an fo rm ISMS o f ho pe s if the y are  
ado pte d by lo c a l arc hite c ts. 
Critical Regionalism
Critic a l re g io nalism was c o ine d by Ke nne th 
Frampto n in 1983 and he avily disc usse d by 
Tzo nis & Le Faive r (1995, 2001, 2003). Bro adly 
de fine d, c ritic a l re g io nalism is an atte mpt to  
synthe size  the  ro o te d aspe c ts o f a  re g io n, 
inc luding  physic a l and c ultura l c harac te ristic s, 
with appro priate  c o nte mpo rary te c hno lo gy. 
It is the  se arc h fo r a  c o nte xtual arc hite c ture ; 
a  c o nte nt that is me aning ful within its c o nte xt 
and at the  same  time  partic ipate s in the  mo re  
unive rsa l aspe c ts o f a  c o nte mpo rary so c ie ty. 
Critic a l Re g io nalism is ano the r po sitio n that 
atte mpts to  re ad the  histo ry o f Egypt and 
e xtrac t its e sse nc e  while  adapting  it to  suit the  
spirit o f the  time s. It c an be  re garde d as a  way 
to  manife st c ultura l, e c o no mic  and po litic a l 
inde pe nde nc e . 
Whe n the  fo rmal vo c abulary is c lo se ly re late d 
with indige no us spac e  c o nc e pt and spac e  
c harac te ristic s, o ne  c an find supre me  e xample s 
that g ive  pe o ple  an o ppo rtunity to  re c o nstruc t 
missing  links in the ir traditio nal c ulture  and to  
e nhanc e  the ir le arning  pro c e ss o f it.  In the  Nile  
Art Galle ry, Halim Ibrahim c o nside rs he ritage  in 
a  building  that se rve s a  mo de rn func tio n. His 
c o nc e rn was to  link the  c urre nt art mo ve me nt 
in Egypt with an Islamic  and Arabic  c ultura l 
he ritage . The  pro je c t is a  tho ughtful a tte mpt 
to wards the  de ve lo pme nt o f a  c o nte mpo rary 
Caire ne  c ultura l ide ntity. Gamal Bakry’ s wo rk 
is base d o n pro fo und inte rpre tatio ns o f histo ry 
and c ulture . In his de sign fo r the  c o mme rc ia l 
and to urist c e ntre  ne ar the  Pyramids, he  
re fle c te d o n the  c ultura l ric hne ss o f Egypt, with 
a  ye llo wish fac ade  that re fe re nc e s the  de se rt 
e nviro nme nt ne arby. Hie rarc hic a l masse s 
are  use d to  simulate  the  ide a  o f a  pyramid. 
Ope nings are  de signe d with mo tifs that re fle c t 
Egyptian c ulture  and a  c o nsc io us atte mpt is 
made  to  link the  building  with the  pyramid 
platfo rm, using  it as a  pano ramic  vie w (Salama, 
2002-a ) (Figure s 10 A & B). 
Fig ure  10: A. Nile  Art Ga lle ry, Ope ra  Gro unds, Ca iro ,
Fig ure  10: B. Ke no uz Co mme rc ia l a nd  To urist Ce nte r, Giza  
The  Two  Pro je c ts Invo lve  Re -Inte rpre ta tio n o f Lo c a l He ritag e  
while  Adapting  to  the  Physic a l Co nte xt, Pho to : Co urte sy o f 
Gamal Bakry.
A. 
B. 
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Culturally and Environmentally Responsive 
Architecture
Mo ve me nts to ward a  mo re  c ultura lly and 
e nviro nme nta lly re spo nsive  arc hite c ture  
are  no w taking  plac e . Public  partic ipatio n, 
adaptive  re use  and urban inte rve ntio n in 
histo ric  Cairo  are  re lative ly ne w appro ac he s to  
arc hite c tura l prac tic e . The  Al Darb  Al Asfar a lle y 
pro je c t e xe mplifie s a  re a l e xpe rime nt in limite d 
re sto ratio n c o uple d with wide r c o nse rvatio n 
(Figure s 11 A & B). 
Like  o the r are as o f he ritage  and c ultura l va lue , 
the  are a  aro und the  Al Suhaymi ho use  in Old 
Cairo  was ne g le c te d. Do c ume ntatio n and 
pre se rvatio n pro c e sse s starte d in 1994, funde d 
by a  g rant fro m the  Arab  Asso c iatio n fo r So c ia l 
De ve lo pme nt. Thre e  distinguishe d ho use s in the  
a lle y have  be e n re furb ishe d: the  Al Suhaymi 
ho use  (1648), the  Mo stafa Gaafar ho use  (1713) 
and the  Al Kho razati ho use , a  living  e xample  
o f 19th-c e ntury re side ntia l arc hite c ture . As 
re sto ratio n pro c e e de d in the  thre e  ho use s, the  
Fig ure  11-A: The  Ba c k Ya rd  o f Al Suha ymi Ho use  Afte r 
Re sto ra tio n.
A. B. 
Fig ure  11-B. The  Entra nc e  o f Al Da rb  Al Asfa r Afte r 
Re sto ra tio n. 
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surro undings we re  a lso  impro ve d. Co mmunity 
partic ipatio n was c o nc e ive d as a  c o llabo rative  
de sign pro c e ss; the re by inc re asing  the  se nse  
o f be lo ng ing  and c o mmunity appre c iatio n 
o f the  he ritage  buildings the y live  with and 
in (Sa lama, 2001-a ).  Al Azhar Park is ano the r 
pro je c t --c o mple te d in o ffic ia lly inaugurate d in 
2005-- that illustrate s the  prac tic e  o f c ultura lly 
re spo nsive  arc hite c ture . It was e nvisio ne d 
by H.H. the  Aga  Khan in the  1980s as part o f 
a  large r pro gramme  fo r the  de ve lo pme nt 
and upgrading  o f the  Al Darb  Al Ahmar 
are a  o f Old Cairo . Unde r the  dire c tio n and 
manage me nt o f the  AKTC (Aga  Khan Trust fo r 
Culture ), Site s Inte rnatio nal was se le c te d as a  
lo c a l c o nsultanc y to  de ve lo p the  fina l de signs 
o f the  park. This pro je c t is ano the r tho ughtful 
a tte mpt to wards impro ving  the  quality o f the  
built e nviro nme nt and re trie ving  so me  o f what 
Cairo  has lo st o ve r the  ye ars (Sa lama, 2002-a ) 
(Figure s 12 A & B). 
A. 
Fig ure  12: Upg ra de d  Ho use s a ro und  Al Azha r Pa rk Pro je c t. 
Pho to : Rag ae i S. Ab de lfa ttah.
B. 
Fig ure  12: Al Azha r Pa rk; A ne w Lung  fo r Ca iro ’ s Urb a n Co re
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A Responsive Argument: Towards 
a Deeper Understanding of  Meaning in 
Mediterranean Architecture
Co nte mpo rary Egypt do e s no t appe ar to  
have  pro duc e d a  so lid arc hite c tura l tre nd o r 
planning  dire c tio n, but rathe r a  c o lle c tio n o f 
planning  and arc hite c tura l po sitio ns. While  
fe w c o rre spo nd to  the  histo ry and e c o no my 
o f Egypt many de fy the  c ulture  o f the  re g io n. 
Many Egyptian arc hite c ts have  imme rse d 
the mse lve s in e xplo ring  a  numbe r o f tre nds in 
se arc h o f visual image s that distinguish the ir 
wo rk and that simulate  the  c ulture  and histo ry 
o f the  c o untry in se arc h fo r a  c o nte mpo rary 
ide ntity. Ho we ve r, many fe ll into  the  trap o f 
de a ling  with arc hite c ture  in visual, fo rmal, and 
pure  func tio nal te rms and o nly in tho se  te rms. 
The  se arc h fo r visual vo c abulary is a  va lid 
que st that sho uld no t be  e nvisage d by o ve r 
simplifying  the  me anings that this vo c abulary 
c o nve ys to  the  public .  The  lac k o f se rio us 
studie s o n me aning  in arc hite c ture  and the  
o ve ra ll de ve lo pme nt pro c e ss to ge the r with the  
abse nc e  o f pro fe ssio nal disc o urse , e va luatio n, 
c ritic ism and asse ssme nt studie s c re ate d 
suffic ie nt o ppo rtunitie s fo r e xpe rime ntatio n 
and c o nc o mitantly le d to  the  c o ntinuo us 
e me rge nc e  o f e rratic  tre nds and ISMS at the  
e xpe nse  o f the  mo rpho lo gy o f mo st c itie s. In 
re spo nse , a  the o re tic a l appro ac h is pro po se d 
to ward a  de e pe r unde rstanding  o f me aning  
in arc hite c ture . That appro ac h c o nc e rns 
itse lf with two  philo so phic a l pe rspe c tive s fo r 
unde rstanding  the  built e nviro nme nt: po sitivism 
and anti-po sitivism.
De rive d fro m po sitivism and anti po sitivism the re  
are  two  po sitio ns: o nto lo gy and e piste mo lo gy, 
The  AHD (1994) de fine s o nto lo gy as the  branc h 
o f me taphysic s with the  nature  o f be ing . It is 
the  nature  o f the  re a lity o f the  phe no me no n 
that e xamine s the  re latio nship be twe e n the  
mind and matte r. Episte mo lo gy is de fine d as 
the  branc h o f philo so phy that inve stigate s the  
nature  o f kno wle dge , its fo undatio n, e xte nt 
and va lidity. It e xamine s the  way in whic h 
kno wle dge  abo ut a  phe no me no n c an be  
ac quire d and c o nve ye d. Re lating  to  o nto lo gy, 
po sitivism ado pts the  po sitio n o f re a lism 
invo lving  the  c o nc e ptio n that o b je c ts o f se nse  
pe rc e ptio n e xist inde pe nde nt o f the  o bse rve r’ s 
mind and this me ans that re a lity is be lie ve d to  
o b je c tive s and availab le  fo r o bse rvatio n by 
e ve ryo ne . Re lating  to  e piste mo lo gy po sitivism 
c o nside rs kno wle dge  as inde pe nde nt o f the  
o bse rve r and o b je c tive ly ve rifiab le .
Alte rnative ly, anti-po sitivism invo lve s the  
c o nc e ptio n that unive rsa l laws do  no t e xist 
inde pe nde nt o f the  human mind and this 
me ans that re a lity is pe rc e ive d by pe o ple  as 
individuals and in g ro ups. It ado pts the  vie w 
that individuals ac quire  diffe re nt type s o f 
kno wle dge . In this re spe c t, o ne  c an asse rt the  
individuals and gro up diffe re nc e s are  re garde d 
as va lid and impo rtant me c hanisms and thus 
so c io -c ultura l c o nte xt are  e nvisio ne d as c ritic a l 
and unavo idable .
In po sitivism, a  building  is se e n by arc hite c ts 
as an o b je c tive  re a lty with c o mpo ne nts and 
parts that e ve ryo ne  c an o bse rve , pe rc e ive , 
and agre e  upo n. In turn, e mphasis is plac e d o n 
the  c o mmo n pro pe rtie s o f arc hite c ture  and its 
unive rsa l princ iple s le ading  to  the  suppre ssio n 
o f multiple  vie wpo ints, tho ughts, and vo ic e s.  In 
anti po sitivism, a  building  is se e n by arc hite c ts 
as having  multiple  re a ltie s. In turn, e mphasis is 
plac e d upo n va lue s, pre fe re nc e s, and c ultura l 
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aspiratio ns o f pe o ple  as individuals and in 
g ro ups le ading  to  the  pro duc tio n o f c ultura lly 
and so c ia lly re spo nsive  no n-ve rbal me ssage s.
In light o f the  pre c e ding  philo so phic a l 
pe rspe c tive s and po sitio ns, it is ne c e ssary to  
e xamine  a  numbe r o f c ruc ia l issue s that po se d 
the mse lve s o n the  map o f c urre nt disc o urse s but 
a lways avo ide d o r fo rgo tte n whe n the y c o me  
into  prac tic e . The  issue s are  no t disc usse d in 
a  traditio nal se nse  that vie ws the m individually 
but rathe r c e ntre d o n ide ntity disc o urse  that 
e stab lishe s links be twe e n the  way in whic h 
visual and e nviro nme nta l me ssage s are  
pe rc e ive d and ac quire d by the  public .
In philo so phic a l te rms ide ntity appe ars to  have  
thre e  unde rlying  de finitio ns. The se  are : A) the  
pe rmane nc e  o ve r time  o f a  sub je c t unaffe c te d 
by e nviro nme nta l c hange s be llo w a  c e rta in 
thre sho ld le ve l, B) the  no tio n o f unity, whic h 
e stab lishe s the  limits o f a  sub je c t and e nable s 
us to  distinguish it fro m the  o the rs, and C) a  
re latio n be twe e n two  e le me nts, whic h e nable s 
us to  re c o gnize  the m as ide ntic a l.  It is c ritic a l 
to  link de signing  built e nviro nme nts to  ide ntity in 
philo so phic a l te rms. Arc hite c ture  is me ant to  be  
a  “man-made  spatia l e ntity” in a  “struc tura list” 
se nse . Ac c o rding  to  Jan Piage t, the re  are  
thre e  main po ints o f re le vanc e  that c an be  
intro duc e d he re , the se  are : “Who le ne ss,” 
“Se lf Transfo rmatio n,” and “Se lf Re gulatio n.” 
A human be ing , as a  struc tura l e ntity, has the  
ab ility to  mo dify his/ he r physic a l e nviro nme nt 
“ac c o mmo datio n, in Piage t’ s te rms,” as we ll 
as his we ll be ing  “assimilatio n” in o rde r to  be  
ab le  to  adapt “ba lanc ing  ac c o mmo datio n 
and assimilatio n.” With the se  c o nc e pts in mind 
arc hite c tura l de sign c an be  re garde d as an 
ac t o f pre fe re nc e  that induc e s the  public  and 
building  use rs in o ne  way o r ano the r to  re ac h a  
c o nditio n o f adaptatio n.
If a  c e rta in e nviro nme nt po sse sse s a  unique  
c harac te r, the n we  may sa fe ly say it has an 
ide ntity. An e nviro nme nt may be  unique  due  
to  the  use  o f c e rta in unique  fo rms that are  to  
be  fo und in this e nviro nme nt and no whe re  
e lse , o r it may be  unique  due  to  c e rta in ac tivity 
o r a  c e rta in se que nc e  o f human ac tivitie s 
that we re  pe rfo rme d in this e nviro nme nt and 
no whe re  e lse . He nc e , it c an be  argue d that 
the re  are  two  type s o f ide ntity: visual ide ntity, 
and ac tivity-base d ide ntity. Ho we ve r bo th 
sho uld—at le ast-- be  c o nc e ptually linke d.
Ide ntity is go ve rne d by the  visual fie ld and 
its visual c ue s. Pe rc e iving  and inte rpre ting  
the  visual e nviro nme nt is a  c o mple x pro c e ss 
invo lving  the  inte rac tio n o f human physio lo gy, 
de ve lo pme nt, e xpe rie nc e , and c ultura l se ts 
and va lue s with o utside  stimuli. In making  se nse  
o f the  visual wo rld pe o ple  re ly o n a  numbe r o f 
physic a l c harac te ristic s, whic h de fine  o b je c ts 
and the ir re latio nships in thre e -dime nsio nal 
se ttings. In 1961, William Itte lso n, a  le ading  
e nviro nme nta l psyc ho lo g ist ide ntifie d thre e  
basic  c o mpo ne nts o f the  pe rc e ptual pro c e ss. 
The se  are  1) de finitio n o f “The re ne ss” and 
“Thatne ss” as impinge me nt by the  physic a l 
o b je c t, 2) e xc itatio n o f the  physio lo g ic a l 
se nso rs, and 3) assumptio n in the  psyc ho lo g ic a l 
re a lm. Ac c o rding  to  this vie w, I wo uld argue  
that in simple  disc riminatio n o f e le me nts in 
the  visual fie ld we  re ly o n the  inte rac tio n o f 
physic a l qualitie s o r c ue s suc h as size , shape , 
c o lo r, brightne ss, po sitio n in the  fie lds…e tc . 
At a  mo re  mature  c o mple x psyc ho lo g ic a l 
le ve l we  inte rpre t se le c te d c harac te ristic s o f 
the  pe rc e ive d built e nviro nme nt in te rms o f 
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asso c iatio ns and va lue s that c o mmunic ate  
ide ntity and status, while  e stab lishing  a  c o nte xt 
and de fining  a  situatio n (Sano ff, 1991).
The  no n-ve rbal me ssage s transmitte d by the  
built e nviro nme nt c o nve y c ue s whic h pe o ple  
are  ab le  to  re ad and unde rstand. The  built 
e nviro nme nt, the n, has a  c e rta in me aning , 
whic h is c o mmunic ate d and ac te d upo n 
by pe o ple  in dive rse  se ttings. This me ans 
that the  built e nviro nme nt c o nta ins so c ia l, 
c ultura l, and symbo lic  info rmatio n e lic iting  
appro priate  be havio r. She rif & She rif (1963) 
have  distinguishe d vario us c harac te ristic s o f 
a  spac e  o r an e nviro nme nt by c lassifying  the  
visual wo rld into  fixe d fe ature s (c o mpo ne nts o f 
the  built e nviro nme nt: walls, do o rs, windo ws, 
e ntranc e s), se mi-fixe d fe ature s (furniture  and 
furnishings), and no n-fixe d e le me nts suc h as 
pe o ple , the ir fac ia l e xpre ssio ns, ge sture s, and 
the ir pro xe mic  re latio nships. The re fo re , it sho uld 
be  e mphasize d he re  that the  built e nviro nme nt 
in itse lf thro ugh me anings attac he d to  it 
a ffe c ts pe o ple ’ s pe rc e ptio n o f ide ntity and 
e nviro nme nta l and visual qualitie s.
Re se arc h indic ate s that 87% o f pe o ple ’ s 
pe rc e ptio ns are  de rive d thro ugh the  se nse  
o f sight. Ho we ve r, if we  sc ratc h the  surfac e s 
o f image s the  wo rd “ image ” may re ve a l a  
se nse  o f inte grity and true  ide ntity. A po sitive  
image  o f the  built e nviro nme nt go e s be yo nd 
appe aranc e  to  inc lude  a  c o mple te  fit in 
the  landsc ape  and the  g lo ba l e nviro nme nt. 
The  c o nc e pts o f Image -ability and le g ib ility 
intro duc e d by Lync h in the  sixtie s appe ar to  
e nhanc e  this finding ; if an e nviro nme nt has 
the  ab ility to  stamp an impre ssio n in the  mind 
o f pe o ple , the n the y will c arry that impre ssio n 
fo r a  lo ng  pe rio d, o r fo r the  re st o f the ir live s. It 
is argue d that built e nviro nme nts have  c e rta in 
qualitie s that g ive  the m a  high pro bability o f 
e vo king  a  stro ng  image  in any g ive n o bse rve r. 
Physic a l qualitie s o f the  built e nviro nme nt 
e nable  the  making  o f ide ntifie d me nta l image s. 
Me nta l image s are  the  re sult o f a  two  way 
pro c e ss. First, pe o ple  lo o k fo r no n-ve rbal c ue s in 
the  built e nviro nme nt, the n the se  c ue s transmit 
c e rta in c o nc e pts, the y have  so me thing  to  say 
abo ut the  pe o ple  who  o c c upy, o wn the se  
e nviro nme nts, and abo ut what is taking  plac e  
in the m. 
To conclude, I would assert that current ISMS 
and trends are predicated on the premises of 
positivistic perspectives where architecture is 
created to establish dialogue with the self and 
with fellow professionals, but not with the public. 
A balance of the architects’ preferences and 
those of the public is needed. Concomitantly, 
future debate  on current architectural trends 
needs to concern itself with the memory of 
architects and memory of others, the perception 
of the professional community and that of 
others, the consciousness of architects and 
that of others, and the reasoning of architects 
and that of others.  A deeper understanding 
of how environmental messages and cues are 
transmitted to and perceived by the public 
and how the public establishes associations 
between these  messages and their underlying 
meanings and in accord with their socio-
cultural backgrounds is clearly on the rise . The 
non-verbal messages conveyed by the work of 
architects would be irrelevant and meaningless 
if the perception and consciousness of the 
public; the people  for whom we are producing 
built environments are avoided, misinterpreted, 
or not comprehended. 
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